Soils from beaches in northwestern Alaska have been found to contain Clostridium botulinum type E, providing evidence of one environmental source of food contamination.
Alaska has the highest rate of morbidity from type E botulism in man in the United States (8) . More than one-half of the outbreaks in Alaska have occurred in the northwestern region, and in all but one outbreak the foods implicated have been prepared solely from marine mammals (3) . Insanitary conditions, a cultural preference for uncooked foods of marine origin, and the presence of type E Clostridium botulinum spores in the surroundings have been considered to be prerequisites for endemic type E botulism (5) . In Alaska, the first two conditions have been met, whereas the third has been suggested by the number of cases of botulism that has occurred.
Although the organism has been isolated from, or detected in, fish (9) and crabs (7) taken from Alaskan waters and foods implicated in cases of botulism (3), a source within the physical environment has not been demonstrated. Dubovsky and Meyer (6) were unable to confirm its presence in a soil sample found in south central Alaska. Studies of the marine sediments from the Bering and Chuckchi Seas did not show the presence of C. botulinum (5). Consequently, a search for alternate nidi of the organism was indicated. Isolations from beach shorelines are not uncommon, having been reported from Lake Michigan (1) and Hokkaido, Japan (10); therefore, beaches near recent outbreaks or beaches used in the production of the implicated foods were sought. One set of nine soil samples was collected at Kotzebue, Alaska, and one set of four samples was collected at Point Hope, Alaska, coastal communities where the most recent outbreaks had occurred. An additional set of 10 (11) . The Center supplied the antitoxins used for typing.
Of the 23 samples, 17 produced type E toxin in culture, and the organism was isolated from at least one culture from each locality ( Table  1) .
At the time the samples were collected, marine mammals were being butchered on the beaches at Kotzebue and at Elephant Point; the animals had been killed at sea and towed to the beach for further processing. The skinning and butchering of animals on such beaches provide ample opportunity for contact of the meat and blubber with soils that might contain C. botulinum.
Our results do not rule out other means by which the food might have become contaminated. The animals themselves could harbor the organism, providing an endogenous source of contamination for both the foods and beaches. Earlier investigations into sources of botulinum contamination have been reviewed APPL. MICROBIOL. 
